A Review of History of Violence
Alice Horne Édouard Louis, History of Violence, trans. by Lorin Stein (London: Harvill Secker, 2018), 199pp., £14.99, ISBN: 9781911215752. One can't help but lose something in translation, whether this is adroitly crafted alliteration, or a pun that just doesn't translate. But the beauty of language (or the skill of the translator) is such that it often conspires to give us something in return. In Lorin Stein's English translation of Édouard Louis' Histoire de la Violence -in which 'histoire' means both 'story' and 'history' and could even connote 'lie' and 'biography' -to simply History of Violence, Anglophone readers may lose the immediate connotations of 'story'. In return, however, readers gain the subtle but suggestive '(his)story'. For a novel with multiple layers of narration -an intimate, emotional, and at times obsessive telling and retelling of the narrator's traumatic rape and strangulation -this translative decision sets the tone for an important theme in Louis' oeuvre: who does a story belong to? Stein's translation is yet another retelling of the narrator's story, so it is particularly imperative to consider his translation in light of the original French text.
This question of whom a story 'belongs to' is particularly significant in the context of Louis' work, not least because his novels are heavily autobiographical. One might imagine that, if any story belongs to anyone, an autobiographical story belongs to its author. However, in this instance, the opposite seems to be true. Following the publication of Louis' provocative first novel, En finir avec Eddy Belleguele, in 2014, journalists reportedly swamped Louis' home village in northern France in an attempt to ascertain exactly how much of the book was 'fact', and to re-present the story for their own ends.
1 History of Violence has been equally exploited by the press, and presented as a 'courtroom drama'. 2 However, in a 2017 interview with Sian Cain, Louis explained that he feels it is precisely this intersection of truth and fiction that society needs in order to face up to real-life issues such as social violence. As Louis explained, 'I don't want people to be able to turn their head away in the same way that you pass a homeless person on the street '. 3 This intersection is clearly not something that readers are comfortable with, but this uncomfortableness seems to be the author's intention. Though the text is narrated in the first person by a character who identifies himself as Édouard, the majority of the action within the story -Édouard's meeting and one-night stand with a stranger, Reda, who then strangles and rapes him, and the resultant police interviews -is described by his sister Clara to her (mostly mute) husband and is overheard by Édouard. However, through Édouard's commentaries, it becomes clear that Clara is 're-presenting' his story in her own way. As Édouard denotes, 'that part's made up, she never said that. I'm sure she thought it when we were talking, but she never said that' (p. 47).
The interviewing police officers' version of Édouard's story (what they call 'the attempted homicide'), is similarly forced into a racist, anti-Arab narrative, as one officer incorrectly infers Reda's race based on Édouard's description: 'he kept repeating it, "the Arab male, the Arab male", every other sentence' (p.
14). The police officer even finds the conclusion of the story 'disappointing' when it is not as dramatic as he wants, or expects, it to be (p. 133).
In the original French, however, the fact that Édouard's story is told by someone else is not made clear until several pages later: 'c'est ma soeur qui décrit la scène a son mari' (p. 12). In terms of the 'whole', then, Stein undoubtedly succeeds. For the most part (opening aside), Stein's prose is uncomplicated and fluent -no small feat for a literary translation -and captures the simplicity, honesty, and humility that makes Louis' work so raw and fresh. The moment of the rape itself, for example, which is not described until over halfway through the novel, is at once harrowing and moving in both editions, and is written in terse, frank sentences: 'I struggled harder to give him pleasure, more pleasure, and so to end it sooner' (p. 131). If Louis' project is to lay bare not only the violence of the act, but of the multiplicity of narratives that become layered upon the story's telling and retelling, Stein
